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FRANZ LISZT 

A CRITICAL NOTE BY 

RICHARD ALDRICH 



Franz Liszt’s marvellous career brought him into 
intimate relations with all sides of his art. It was a career of 
fascinating brilliancy, marked by strongly contrasted episodes; 
of invincible success in most things that the world counts as 
success ; of changing and advancing ideals ; of strivings that 
lifted him ever higher and higher toward nobler concep- 
tions of the functions of an artist. We find him first a 
virtuoso of perhaps the highest genius that the world has 
ever seen ; a composer of bravura pianoforte pieces that only 
his technical powers could approach. We see then a deeper 
influence gaining control over his activities, turning him to 
the most serious forms of composition, to a philosophic con- 
sideration of problems underlying the aesthetics of music, and 
to an effort to lead his art into new paths, to establish new 
forms and set up new ideals. There is something pro- 
foundly impressive in the spectacle of this man, at the climax 
of the most triumphant career that a musician ever had, 
suddenly renouncing all the worldly success it brought him, 
and withdrawing from its allurements to devote himself 
to preaching a new evangel of art. He established himself 
as conductor of the opera and orchestra at the Court theatre 
of Weimar, with the distinct purpose of becoming the 
advocate of the new school of music, of forwarding with 
the prestige of his great name and the resources of his 
position the claims of an unpopular and misunderstood group 
of composers, whose works had otherwise little chance of a 
hearing; and at the same time he enlisted with enthusiasm 
under this same banner as a composer, fired with the same 
enthusiasms and animated by the same views of the artistic 
ideal. The close of Liszt’s career as a virtuoso and the 
beginning of his activity at Weimar occurred at the end 
of the year 1841 ; and from about the same period of his 
life is to be dated his concern with the higher functions of 
creative art, and the beginning of a long series of compo- 
sitions that have had a marked influence on the development 
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of music. Among the great mass of the works of these 
maturer years his songs hold an important place. 

It was distinctively a German ideal that he followed m 
this later development of his genius. This fact is clearly 
visible in his songs. They number more than sixty ; with a 
very few exceptions they were conceived and composed on 
German soil, are settings of German poems, and, , while 
essentially individual in their embodiment of Liszts own 
genius, show plainly the influence of the German masters 
of song. In the late summer of 1841 — -he was then thirty 
years old — he took up his abode on the island of Nonnen- 
werth, in the Rhine. It is significant of the influence 
always exerted upon him by his environment that his first 
composition during his communing with the sacred river 
of Germany should be a setting of Heine’s poem, “ Die 
Lorelei.” He had hitherto published but one song, a 
setting of Italian verse to music, unmistakably Italian in its 
quality, “Angiolin dal biondo crin ” — another hint of the 
receptivity of his nature — that he had composed during a 
sojourn at Rome. The “ Lorelei ” was followed by a series 
of songs to words by Goethe, Schiller, Heine, Riickert, 
Geihel, Bodenstedt, Lenau, Hoffmann von Fallersleben, and 
other German poets. In 1842 he published a set of French 
songs chiefly to poems by Victor Hugo, which, according 
to his biographer, Fraulein Ramann, he had already con- 
ceived in Paris, and which bear in themselves traces of their 
French origin; but with this exception, the sixty odd songs 
that followed, written on his Rhine island and during his 
career at Weimar, are an endeavor to give voice to the 
German spirit and to interpret German ideals. 

These songs have not escaped the fate of Liszt’s other 
compositions in becoming the subject of great debate and 
controversy. They belonged to the “path-breaking” pro- 
ductions of the young German composers, who were trying 
to revolutionize the art of music and enlarge its boundaries; 
and as such they came in for the general condemnation with 
which the conservatives fought the new movement. But 
since , the smoke and noise of that conflict have in large 
measure passed away, Liszt’s claims to recognition as a 
creative genius, as a composer, have been resisted even by 
ardent supporters of the cause he espoused. Only a small 
proportion of his works has found wide acceptance from 
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the musical public, and, with comparatively few exceptions, 
the songs are among the less known. Some of them, such 
as “ Die Lorelei,” “ Du hist wie eine Blume,” and “ Es 
muss ein Wunderbares sein,” have gained a large measure of 
popularity. But it may be truly said of all of them that 
they are as entirely representative of the composer’s aims, 
methods, and inspiration as any of his compositions, both in 
their melodic quality and in their form and structure. 

Most of these songs embody in the highest degree the 
dramatic idea — the abandonment of the purely strophic form 
of continuous melody in favor of a method of procedure that 
shall more accurately expound the changing sentiment of the 
text. Verse by verse, almost word by word, we find the 
music in them subordinated to the poem through changes 
of melodic motive, or the interruption of the melodic 
sequence with sudden breaks into declamatory passages ; 
frequent differentiations of the tempo, shiftings of rhythm 
and of tonality, sometimes by adventurous modulations, 
sometimes by still bolder plunges into new keys without 
modulation ; and everywhere the elaboration of the piano- 
forte accompaniment as an essential factor in the musical 
development. There are constant reminders of Liszt’s 
anxiety that exactly the right shade of meaning shall be 
given by the singer. Besides the fullest use of ordinary 
marks of expression, he gives directions in various languages 
as to the minutest details of performance. The half-spoken 
style is a favorite of Liszt’s, as may be gathered from the 
frequent appearance on his pages of such hints as “ decla- 
mirt,” “ gesprochen,” and “ fast gesprochen,” “ parlando,” 
“parl6;” he is frequently explaining just the dramatic 
nuance, accent, and vocal coloring he desires with such 
prescriptions as “ mit halber Stimme,” “ bestimmt,” “ ernst,” 
“ duster,” “schwungvoll,” “geheimnissvoll,” “ phlegmatisch,” 
“ hintraumend,” “ schwankend,” “sehr accentuirt,” “vibrato,” 
“pronunziato assai,” and so on. And, indeed, it is quite 
essential for the realization of the spirit in which Liszt 
conceived his songs that the singer should be guided by 
these directions to a perfectly free and dramatically flexible 
style of performance. 

Here we have reached, as the distinguished English 
critic. Dr. Hueffer, has said, the consistent carrying-out of 
the poetic principle in lyric music to its final consequences. 
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Liszt has freed himself entirely from any reverential feeling 
for the abstract sacredness of the musical form ; “ he is a 
poet and nothing but a poet.” He has endeavored to embody 
in the smaller frame of the song the principle that Wagner 
laid down for the lyric drama ; that the means of expression 
the music, should not be made the end; that the object of 
the expression, the drama — represented now by the poem- 
should not be made the means. The music must lend itself 
unreservedly and continuously to intensifying the emotio'nfal 
content of the text ; the text must not be a mere r peg 
upon which to hang a tune. Others before Liszt had found 
that a strict adherence to the strophic form in the art-song 
was often impossible, and the “ durchcomponirtes Lied ” — 
the song in which the whole musical tissue is more or less 
modified to suit the changing sentiment of the verse — had 
justified itself to Schubert and even to Beethoven. None, 
however, had ever carried the principle to so complete a 
working-out as Liszt. That there is danger to the essentials 
of artistic unity and consistent development of the musical 
element in the extent to which he carried it, has been 
admitted by even ardent admirers of Liszt’s methods and 
ideals. There is danger that not only the musical beauty, 
but the rhythmic organism of the poem may be injured, as 
Dr. Hueffer has pointed out. Liszt himself found numerous 
occasions when such a course did not suggest itself to him, 
as is seen in his purely lyric settings, such as those of “ Du 
bist wie eine Blume ” and “ Es muss ein Wunderbares sein.” 
Whether or not he has sometimes passed beyond the boun- 
daries that circumscribe the true limits of song, is still a 
question unsettled. We cannot do better in stating the 
position of his followers than to quote still further the 
opinion of the eminent English critic just referred to, who, 
in an analysis of the song, “Am Rhein,” justifies Liszt in 
these words : 

“ The perfect blending of the two arts strikes the hearer 
with a feeling of beauty and harmony of a higher order, 
because it arises from the mutual surrender of two divergent 
elements in one common effort. In works like this Liszt 
has brought the efficiency of music for poetical purposes to a 
pitch formerly unknown in lyrical compositions.” 

Richard Aldrich. 
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